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The Final Days of Billy the Kid
ROBERT M. UTLEY

At 10:00 P.M. on April 16, 1881, deputies quietly loaded Billy the Kid
into a wagon in front of the Mesilla jail and made ready to take the
road to the east. As a precaution against either an attempted lynching
or an attempted rescue, authorities had spread word that he would be
sent to Lincoln County in the middle of the following week. Instead,
on Saturday night they slipped him out of town under cover of darkness. Seven men rode guard-a deputy U.S. marshal, a deputy sheriff
of Dona Ana County, and five men specially deputized for the mission.
Three of the guards could hardly be viewed as unbiased toward
the prisoner. All three had fought for Jimmy Dolan in the Lincoln
County War, ~nd all three had participated in the fatal battle at the
Alexander McSween house on July 19, 1878. Billy Mathews had headed
the posse that killed, John Tunstall, had drilled Billy in the thigh at the
time of the Sheriff Brady killing, and had testified against him in Judge
Warren Bristol's court'. A second deputy was John Kinney, the rustler
king of southern New Mexico but, as in the fi~al frays of the Lincoln
Robert M. Utley is the prize-winning author of High Noon in Lincoln: Violence on the
Western Frontier (1987) and Cavalier in Buckskin: George Armstrong Custer and the Western
Military Frontier (1988). This essay is adapted from his Billy the Kid: A Short and Violent
Life (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1989), and is published through the courtesy
of the University of Nebraska Press.
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Billy the Kid, from the original tintype owned by the Lincoln County Heritage Trust. The image, taken at Fort Sumner in 1880, is reversed on the
tintype, for the Kid was actually right-handed. It is the only authentic
likeness of the Kid. Courtesy Lincoln County Heritage Trust.
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County War, not averse at times to playing lawman. The third was
Charles Robert Olinger.
One of two brothers who had attached themselves. to Hugh Beckwith's clan at Seven Rivers, Bob Olinger had served as a deputy U.S.
marshal for more than a year. "Pecos Bob," he styled himself, and his
appearance fortified the label. A fellow officer described him as "two
hundred pounds of bones and muscle, six feet tall, round as a huge
tree trunk, with a regular gorilla-like chest that bulged out so far his
chin seemed to be set back in his chest."l
Olinger stirred contradictory emotions among those who knew
him. "Bob Olinger was a damned rascal and deserved killing," declared
Gus Gildea. "Bob was a murderer," said Jake Owens, who watched
him extend a hand in friendship to a victirri and coolly shoot him in
the belly with the other. "Bob Olinger was considerate and generous,"
recalled Lily Casey Klasner, who probably was in love with him. "Noble
fellow ... brave, generous, and true as steel," pronounced the Santa
Fe New Mexican. 2
'
Whichever-and the weight of opinion brands him a callous buijyOlinger and Billy the Kid despised each other. Olinger held Billy responsible for the death of his friend Bob Beckwith in McSween's backyard on the night of the shootout. According to an acquaintance, Olinger
declared that the Kid "was a cur and that every man he had killed,l.1ad
been murdered in cold blood and without the slightest chance of~de
fending himself." "There was a reciprocal hatred between these t~o,"
observed Pat Garrett, "and neither attempted to disguise.or conceal
his antipathy for the other."3
With a perverse satisfaction that he made no effort to hide, Olinger
settled in the wagon on the seat facing Billy, who was handcuffed and
shackled with leg-irons to the back seat. Kinney climbed in beside Billy,
and Mathews hoisted himself into the seat next to Olinger. Deputy
Sheriff Dave Woods drove the wagon, and Tom Williams, D. M. Reade,
and W. A. Lockhart rode flank and rear.
1. Bell Hud~on, quoted by his daughter in Mary Hudson Brothers, A Pecos Pioneer
(Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1943), 71-72. See also Philip J. Rasch,
"The Olingers, Known Yet Forgotten," Potomac Westerners Corral Dust, 8 (February
1963), 1, 4-6.
2. Gus Gildea to Maurice G. Fulton, January 16, 1929, New Mexico Notebook, Mullin
Collection, Haley History Center (HHC), Midland, Texas; W. R. (Jake) Owens, interview
with]. Evetts Haley, Carlsbad, New Mexico, June 24, 1937, HHC; Lily (Casey) Klasner,
My Girlhood among Outlaws, ed. Eve Ball (Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 1972),
188; Santa Fe Weekly New Mexican, May 1, 1881.
3. Santa Fe Daily New Mexican, May 3, 1881; Pat F. Garrett, The Authentic Life of Billy,
the Kid (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1954), 134.
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In Las Cruces, the party paused in front of the newspaper office
of Harry Newman. The Kid, reported Newman, "appeared quite cheerful and remarked that he wanted to stay with the boys until their
whiskey gave out, anyway. Said he was sure his guard would not hurt
him unless a rescue should be attempted and he was certain that would
not be done unless perhaps 'those fellows over at White Oaks come
out to take me,' meaning to kill him." He made some unflattering
comments about the Mesilla jail and John Chisum, and off the cavalcade
clattered. 4
The officers and their charge took almost five days to reach Fort
Stanton. On April 20 they spent the night at Blazer's Mills, where the
loquacious Billy reenacted in pantomime the shootout of April 4, 1878,
and the killing of Buckshot Roberts. The next day, at Fort Stanton,
Lincoln County Sheriff Pat Garrett formally took responsibility for the
Kid, and the party rode on into Lincoln. 5
Lincoln had never had a jail, observed Garrett, "that would hold
a cripple."6 Billy was hardly a cripple, and the sheriff, keenly aware
of his prisoner's daring and cunning, decided not to drop him into the
old cellar jail. Instead, he would be confined under constant guard in
a room next to the sheriff's office in the newly acquired county courthouse. This was the old Murphy-Dolan store on the west end of town
that had played so conspicuous a part in the Lincoln County War. Billy
was lodged in the northeast corner room on the second floor. The task
of guarding him was assigned to Bob Olinger and Deputy James W.
Bell.
'
As Garrett well knew, Billy's fertile mind dwelled constantly on
how to get free. Unrealistically, as he had revealed in Mesilla, he still
hoped that Governor Lew Wallace might pardon him. Also, lawyer
Albert J. Fountain had given the Kid reason to think further legal
stratagems were worth pursuing. On April 15, while still in the Mesilla
jail, Billy had written to attorney Edgar Caypless in Santa Fe urging
him to press the suit to recover a contested mare, sell her, and turn
over the money to Fountain. 7 And finally, of course, he schemed endlessly to contrive a plan of escape-a vaulting aim considering handcuffs, leg-irons, and two watchful guards.
4. [Las Cruces] Newman's Semi-Weekly, April 17, 1881.
5. Paul Blazer, "The Fight at Blazer's Mill: A Chapter in the Lincoln County War,"
Arizona and the West, 6 (Autumn 1964), 210; Garrett, Authentic Life, 132.
6. Garrett, Authentic Life, 132.
7. William Bonney to Edgar Caypless, Mesilla, April 15, 1881, copy in Lincoln State
Monument (LSM), Lincoln, New Mexico. The text also appears in William A. Keleher,
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The old Lincoln County Courthouse from which the Kid made his daring
escape. Courtesy Museum of New Mexico, negative 11636.

Olinger's persistent taunting spurred the determination to get free.
"Olinger was mean to him," testified the Kid's friend John Meadows.
"In talking about it to me Kid said, 'He used to work me up until I
could hardly contain myself:"'8
By contrast, Bell treated Billy well. As a close friend of Jimmy
Carlyle's, whose death at the Greathouse ranch everyone held Billy
responsible for, Bell had good reason to despise his charge. But he was
kindly, generous, and widely liked, and he did not take out his spite
on the helpless prisoner. "Never, by word or action, did he betray his
prejudice, if it existed," said Garrett of Bell. In return, Billy had confidence in Bell and "appeared to have taken a liking to him."9
Violence in Lincoln County, 1869-1881: A New Mexico Item (Albuquerque: University of New
Mexico Press, 1957), 320-21.
8. John P. Meadows, in collaboration with Maurice G. Fulton, "Billy the Kid as I
Knew Him" (mss., circa 1931), Philip Rasch Collection, LSM. There is also a Meadows
interview with J. Evetts Haley, Alamogordo, June 13, 1936, HHC; and a newspaper
interview, "My Personal Recollections of 'Billy, the Kid,'" Alamogordo News, June 11,
1936.
" 9. Garrett, Authentic Life, 134.
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Garrett also treated Billy considerately. They discussed the boy's
various exploits and impending fate. As always, Billy was adept at selfjustification. "He appeared to have a plausible excuse for each and
every crime charged against him," said Garrett, "except, perhaps, the
killing of Carlyle." At times he seemed to Garrett on the point of talking
openly, but always he would draw back and intimate that no one would
believe any explanation he made. "He expressed no enmity towards
me," related Garrett, "but evinced respect and confidence in me ...
acknowledging that I had only done my duty, without malice, and had
treated him with marked leniency and kindness. "10
"I knew the desperate character of the man," said Garrett later,
"that he was daring and unscrupulous; and that he would sacrifice the
lives of a hundred men who stood between him and liberty."1l Repeatedly cautioning Olinger and Bell never to relax their vigilance, the
sheriff laid down procedures to ensure that Billy had no chance to
make a break.
A friend gave Olinger a similar warning. "You think yourself an
old hand in the business," he warned. "But I tell you, as good a man
as you are, that if that man is shown the slightest chance on earth, if
he is allowed the use of one hand, or if he is not watched every moment
from now until the moment he is executed, he will effect some plan
by which he will murder the whole lot of you before you have time to
even suspect that he has any such intention." Olinger just smiled and
replied that the Kid had no more chance of escaping than of going to
heaven. 12
On April 28, with Garrett in White Oaks collecting taxes, Billy
made his move. Whether he planned it in advance or acted on impulse
is not known. His mind may have been set in motion that morning by
more of Olinger's abuse. Ostentatiously, the deputy loaded his doublebarreled shotgun with eighteen buckshot in each barrel. Looking meaningfully at the Kid, he remarked, "The man that gets one of those loads
will feel it."
"I expect he will," Billy replied, "but be careful, Bob, or you might
shoot yourself accidentally. "13
10. Ibid., 133.
11. Ibid., 138.
12. Santa Fe Daily New Mexican, May 3, 1881.
13. I have combined Garrett's and Billy's similar versions of this incident to present
what seems to me most likely. Garrett, Authentic Life, 137; and Meadows and Fulton,
"Billy the Kid as I Knew Him." The reconstruction that follows is drawn from several
firsthand sources. They agree in some respects, disagree in others, and (usually the case)
describe an incident in differing detail. The sources are an anonymous letter from Lincoln
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Bell and Olinger were responsible for five other prisoners as well,
held in another room of the courthouse. They had been arrested a
week earlier at South Fork after a dispute over water rights erupted in
gunfire, taking the lives of four Tularosa residents. Now the accused
murderers awaited grand jury action. About 6:00 P.M. on Thursday
evening April 28, Olinger escorted these men across the street to the
Wortley Hotel for dinner. 14
The Kid asked Bell to take him to the privy behind the courthouse.
Returning, Bell carelessly lagged behind. An interior staircase connected a back door with the upstairs center hall. Although burdened
with leg-irons and chains, Billy reached the top of the stairs before his
guard and turned into the hall out of view. Handcuffs did not pose a
problem for Billy because his hands were smaller than his wrists. Quickly
he slipped the cuffs off one wrist. When Bell appeared at the head of
the stairs, Billy swung the loose cuff in vicious blows that laid open
two gashes on the guard's scalp. Bell went down, Billy jumped on
him, and the two scuffled for Bell's holstered revolver. Billy later explained that he wanted to get the drop on Bell, handcuff him to Olinger,
and make his escape.
,
In the struggle, Billy succeeded in seizing the pistol, but Bell worked
loose and headed for the stairway. Billy fired, and Bell tumbled down
the stairs.
"Kid told me exactly how it was done," said John Meadows. "He
said he was lying on the floor on his stomach, and shot Bell as ht; ran
down the stairs. Kid said of this killing, 'I did not want to kill Bell, but
I had to do so in order to save my own life. It was a case of have to,
not wanting to. fillS
Walking across the yard behind the courthouse, Godfrey Gauss
heard the shot and the commotion. As c,ook for the Tunstall hands on
the Feliz three years earlier, the old Cerman knew Billy well. Now,
in Santa Fe Daily New Mexican, May 3, 1881; two anonymous letters from White Oaks,
April 30, 1881, in ibid.; account in [White Oaks] Golden Era, May 5, 1881; anonymous
letter from Lincoln, April 29, 1881, in [Silver City] New Southwest and Grant County Herald,
May 14, 1881; anonymous letter from Seven Rivers, New Mexico, May 11, 1881, in
Tombstone Epitaph, June 6, 1881; account in Las Vegas Morning Gazette, May 10, 1881;
account of Godfrey Gauss, Lincoln, January 15, 1890, in [White Oaks] Lincoln County
Leader, March 1, 1890; and Yginio Salazar, interview with J. Evetts Haley, August 17,
1927, HHC.
14. Herman B. Weisner, "The Prisoners Who Saw the Kid Kill Olinger," Rio Grande
History, 9 (1978), 6-7.
15. This follows the Meadows account of the killing of Bell. There are several others,
but the only witness to the killing was the killer, and if Meadows told the truth, this is
Billy's own version.
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The killing of Bob Olinger, as painted by John W. Norton for Emerson Hough's
The Story of the Outlaw (Outing Publishing, 1907).
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with Sam Wortley, he shared a little dwelling and tended a garden
behind the courthouse. Before his startled eyes Bell burst from the back
door and lunged toward him. "He ran right into my arms," related
Gauss, "expired the same moment, and I laid him down dead."16
Upstairs, meantime, Billy got to his feet and dragged his shackled
legs into Garrett's office. There he scooped up Olinger's loaded shotgun
and made his way to the northeast corner room. A window in the east
wall opened onto a yard below, enclosed by a low plank fence with a
gate affording entry from the street. Resting the shotgun on the windowsill, Billy waited.
Below, Gauss ran from the backyard just as Olinger and his prisoners, alerted by the gunfire, appeared in front of the Wortley Hotel.
Gauss yelled for him to come quickly. Ordering the prisoners to stand
firm, Olinger hurried across the street and opened the gate.
"Bob, the Kid has killed Bell," cried Gauss.
Olinger looked up and exclaimed, "Yes, and he's killed me too."
As Billy recalled it, "1 stuck the gun through the window and said,
'Look up, old boy, and see what you get.' Bob looked up, and I let him
have both barrels right in the face and breast." Olinger crumpled, his
head and upper body shredded by the thirty-six heavy buckshot he
himself had packed into the twin barrels of his shotgun. I?
Next the Kid went to the window at the south end of the hallway
overlooking the backyard and shouted at Gauss, who had made i.;acks
for the shelter of his abode, to throw up a pick-axe.
L'
Gauss willingly cooperated through both fear and friendship. Billy
then ordered Gauss to saddle up a horse in the corral that belonged
to Billy Burt, deputy clerk of the probate court.
With the pick, Billy succeeded in severing the chain connecting
his leg shackles. Looping the ends over his belt, he walked to the north
end of the hall and appeared on a balcony overlooking the street. A
knot of men, including the other prisoners, stood in front of the Wortley
Hotel while a scattering of citizens watched silently from more distant
parts of the street. Two townsmen started for their Winchesters but
were restrained by others. "The balance of the population," according

16. Gauss account in [White Oaks) Lincoln County Leader, March 1,1890, as confirmed
by the account in [Silver City) Grant County Herald, May 14, 1881. A letter from Lincoln
in the Santa Fe Daily New Mexican, May 3, 1881, reported that "Bell lay dead in the back
yard with one bullet through him and two gashes on his head, apparently cut by a blow
from the handcuffs."
17, All the sources are in essential agreement about the details of this event. This
account combines mainly Gauss, Garrett, and the Kid (Meadows),
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to an observer, "whether friends or enemies of the Kid, manifested no
disposition to molest him."18
Gauss had trouble saddling Burt's spirited pony but at length led
him to the front of the building and tied him to the hitching rail. Before
descending, Billy smashed Olinger's shotgun over the porch railing
and hurled the pieces at his victim's bloody corpse.
"Here is your gun, God damn you," he shouted. "You won't follow
me with it any longer."19
Emerging from the back door at the foot of the stairs, the Kid
glanced down at the motionless form of Jim Bell.
. "I'm sorry I had to kill you," he said, "but couldn't help it."
He then made his way around the building to the street, where
he paused at Olinger's body.
"You are not going to round me up again," he said, nudging the
corpse with the toe of his boot. zo
Encumbered with shackles and chain as well as pistols and rifles,
Billy encountered difficulty controlling the skittish pony. As he tried
to swing into the saddle, the animal broke loose and trotted toward
the river. He called to Alex Nunnelly, one of Olinger's prisoners standing in front of the hotel, to catch the animal and bring it back. Nunnelly
hesitated, but a quick motion by Billy prompted him to do as ordered.
"Old fellow," observed the Kid, "if you hadn't gone for this horse,
I would have killed yoU."Z1
Firmly planted in the saddle, his chains slapping his legs and
thighs, Billy the Kid pointed his mount to the west and rode out of
Lincoln.
"Tell Billy Burt I will send his horse back to him," he called as he
vanished in the distance. zz
He left behind a stunned town of Lincoln, whose citizens, said
Garrett, "appeared to be terror-stricken." He thought the Kid could
have ridden up and down the town's only street until dark without
interference from a single resident. "A little sympathy might have actuated some of them, but most of the people were, doubtless, paralyzed
with fear when it was whispered that the dreaded desperado, the Kid,
was at liberty and had slain his guards." Z3
18. Las Vegas Daily Optic, May 3, 1881.
19. Anonymous from Lincoln, April 29, 1881, in [Silver City] Grant County Herald,
May 14, 1881.
20. [White Oaks] Lincoln County Leader, March 1, 1890.
21. Garrett, Authentic Life, 138.
22. Ibid., 138.
23. Ibid., 138-39.
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The news shocked the entire territory. The spectacular breakout,
so clever in conception and bold in execution, validated Billy the Kid's
reputation as a "dreaded desperado." Five months earlier, prompted
by the Las Vegas Gazette, the territorial press had built him up as New
Mexico's premier desperado. He had not earned such fame; his genuine
deeds, however remarkable in one so young, did not qualify him for
the distinction. The sensational bolt from Lincoln, however, transformed him into the territory's foremost outlaw in fact as well as in
name.
In name he emerged in blacker form than ever, as newspapers
drenched him in rhetorical excess. In one breathless paragraph, the
Las Vegas Optic branded him a "young demon," a "terror and disgrace
of New Mexico," a "flagrant violator of every law," a "murderer from
infancy." He was "malignant and crue!," "urged bya spirit as hideous
as hell," blind to "the drooping forms of widows and the tear-stained
eyes of orphans." "With a heart untouched to pity by misfortune, and
with a character possessing the attributes of the damned, he has reveled
in brutal murder and gloried in his shame. He has broken more loving
hearts and filled more untimely graves than he has lived years, and
that he is again turned loose like some devouring beast on the public
is cause at once for consternation and regret. "24
While execrating his character, editors could not suppress admiration for his dramatic leap to freedom. It displayed, said the New
Mexican, "a subtle calculation on the part of the prisoner, and a coolness
and steadiness of nerve in executing his plan of escape, that the highly
wrought story of Dick Turpin can hardly furnish a counterpart to."25
Such commentary on Billy's exploit contained little exaggeration.
Traits first manifested in the Lincoln County War combined to produce
a brilliant if tragically bloody feat. Crafty, utterly fearless, heedless of
risk, cool under stress, instantly unflinching in taking any life that
stood in his way, he surpassed both his guards in skill and intellect.
Billy's sunny exterior concealed a pow'erfully coiled spring held in by
a hair-trigger. When the spring was released, he struck like a rattlesnake, swiftly and fatally.
The guards gave Billy his opening-Olinger from arrogance and
conceit, Bell from a kindly disposition lulled by Billy's relaxed good
cheer. In the face of Garrett's repeated admonitions, they both underestimated their prisoner. In return, Billy killed them, Bell regretfully,
Olinger jubilantly, both unhesitatingly.
24. Las Vegas Optic, May 4, 1881.
25. Santa Fe Daily New Mexican, May 3, 1881.
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Fort Sumner and Vicinity, 1880-1881. Courtesy Robert M. Utley.

Billy the Kid rode out of Lincoln on Thursday evening, April 28,
1881. In White Oaks, Pat Garrett learned of the escape the next day
and promptly sent a rider overland to Socorro, on the railroad, with a
message to the sheriff there: "I have just received news from Lincoln
by courier that Billy the' Kid escaped yesterday evening, after killing
Deputy Sheriffs J. W. Bell and Bob Olinger." Not until Saturday night,
April 30, did a one-line telegram from Socorro bring the news to Governor Lew Wallace in Santa Fe. Only hours earlier the governor himself
had written out a document that he supposed would end his troubled
association with Billy the Kid. It was a death warrant.
As Billy Bonney trotted out of Lincoln on the evening of April 28,
1881, he could count on the help of many friends. After riding about
a quarter of a mile west on the Fort Stanton road, he veered to the
north and crossed the river into the Capitan foothills. He paused at
the home of Ataviano Salas, whose son-in-law, Francisco Gomez, poured
him a cup of coffee laced with goat's milk and listened to his story of
the escape. The fugitive then rode to the home of Jose Cordova in
Salazar Canyon. Cordova and Scipio Salazar freed him from his shackles.
Next Billy headed up the canyon toward the Capitan summit, aiming
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for Las Tablas, on the other side of the mountains. Here lived his old
compadre from the Lincoln County War, Yginio Salazar. 26
~'I talked with.Kid at my house at Las Tablas the next day," recalled
Salazar. "The Kid laid off there for three days. He laid out in the hills
and came to my house to eat. I told him to leave this place and go to
Old Mexico." While Billy slept one night near Las Tablas, his horse
pulled loose from a sotol stalk and made its way back to Lincoln, to
be reclaimed by its owner. 27
Stealing a horse from a Las Tablas resident, the Kid headed east,
circling the north base of the Capitans to Agua Azul, then headed
south, crossing the Ruidoso above San Patricio, and making his way
to the Penasco. There he spent a night at the cabin of another old
friend, John Meadows. Until late at night, the two sat on a hillside
talking. Meadows suspected that the Kid had come to the Penasco to
do away with Billy Mathews, who had a ranch nearby. Although Bonney denied that he would harm Mathews even if given the chance, he
may well have thought to settle old scores. Somehow, the newspapers
got word that he had in fact shot and killed his enemy, but the report
turned out to be untrue. 28
Like Salazar, Meadows urged the Kid to flee into Old Mexico and
start life anew. Billy's southward course from Agua Azul may indicate
that he was already heeding this advice. But Fort Sumner pulled at
him too. It was familiar, congenial, full of friends who would help him,
and home to a bevy of damsels who adored him. He thought he would
go there, he told Meadows.
"Sure as you do," warned his friend, "Garrett will get you, or you
will have to kill him."
"Don't you worry," replied Billy, "I've got too many friends up
there. Anyhow I don't believe he will try to get me. I can stay there
awhile and get enough [money] to go to Mexico on."
The next morning Billy faced his horse toward Fort Sumner. A
couple of days later, at Conejos Springs, he lay asleep in his blankets
when Jim Cureton and some cowboys rode nearby rounding up cattle.
Startled, the Kid jumped up. The sudden movement alarmed his horse,
which bolted and left him afoot. A twenty-mile hike brought him to
26. As related by Francisco Gomez in Leslie Traylor, "Facts Regarding the Escape
of Billy the Kid," Frontier Times, 13 (July 1936), 510.
27. Yginio Salazar, interview with]. Evetts Haley, August 17, 1927, HHC;' Garrett,
Authentic Life, 140; Godfrey Gauss in [White Oaksl Lincoln County Leader, March 1, 1890.
28. Meadows and Fulton, "Billy the Kid as I Knew Him"; Las Vegas Morning Gazette,
June 16, 1881.
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Fort Sumner, which he reached on Saturday May 7, nine days after
his escape from Lincoln. 29
That night Billy slipped into Sumner and found a tethered horse.
It belonged to Montgomery Bell, a rancher from fifty miles upriver who
had come to town on business. Billy mounted and rode away bareback.
Sunday morning Bell reported the theft to Deputy Sheriff Barney Mason. Joined by Jim Cureton, Mason took the trail. About fifteen miles
down the Pecos they overhauled the quarry at a sheep camp. With
four Hispanic allies, Billy made ready for a fight. Mason turned tail;
he knew that his part in Stinking Springs, where he had proposed to
shoot Billy after he surrendered, had made him a prime target. Cureton,
unarmed, rode forward and talked with the Kid, who asked him to
tell Bell that he would either return the stolen horse or pay for it. 30
Once again, even though a hunted man, Billy Bonney settled into
the comfortable life of Fort Sumner. He drifted from one sheep camp
to another, bunked at times at a ranch or farm, and on occasion brazenly
slipped into Sumner itself to stomp merrily at a baiZe or keep a tryst
with one of his female admirers.
As the spring weeks slipped by, the public's astonishment and
outrage over Bonney's spectacular breakout gave no sign of subsiding.
As far away as New York and San Francisco, people waited in fascinated
suspense to learn whether the fearless young killer would remain at
large. Governor Wallace offered another five-hundred-dollar reward
for his capture but did not stay around to gauge its effect. The new
president had named him minister to. the court of the Turkish sultan,
a post exactly suited to his romantic temperament, and on May 30 he
boarded a Pullman sleeper to put New Mexico behind him forever.
No one who read the newspapers could doubt that Bonney was
living, not very secretly, around Fort Sumner. Beginning with the theft
of Bell's horse, the Las Vegas press regularly reported his presence in
Sumner. As the Gazette observed on May 19, "Billy keeps well posted
on matters in the outside world as he is well thought of by many of
the Mexicans who take him all the newspapers they can get hold of.
He is not far from Ft. Sumner and has not left that neighborhood since
he rode over from Lincoln after making his break." Added the New
Mexican on June 16: "The people regard him with a feeling half of fear
and half of admiration, submit to his depredations, and some of them
even go so far as to aid him in avoiding capture."
29. Barney Mason interview, Las Vegas Gazette, June 16, 1881.
30. Garrett, Authentic Life, 140-41; Las Vegas Gazette, May 12, June 16, 1881.
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John W. Poe. Courtesy Robert M.
Utley.
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Pat Garrett. Courtesy Museum of
New Mexico, negative 105080.

Garrett puzzled over what to do. On the one hand, repeated reports from Fort Sumner convinced him that Billy must be there; On
the other, as he said, "it seemed incredible that he should linger in the
Territory." "He was never taken for a fool, but was credited with the
possession of extraordinary forethought and cool judgment, for one
of his age."31
Simply riding up to Sumner and searching for the fugitive was
hardly an answer. As Garrett later explained, the Kid returned to his
familiar retreats because "he said he was safer out on the plains, and
could always get something to eat among the sheep herders. So he
decided to take his chances out there where he was hard to get at."32
Short of leaving New Mexico altogether, he was ~ight. Garrett knew
that he could not count on the cooperation of the residents, who would
turn away in fear or alert the quarry and hide him. Only by the wildest
accident of good fortune could he hope to succeed.
In June Garrett wrote to Manuel Brazil, the Fort Sumner rancher
whose help had been critical in cornering the Kid and his cohorts at
Stinking Springs, and asked if he had seen any sign of Billy. Brazil
replied that he had not seen Billy but was sure enough of his proximity
to keep out of sight in fear of his vengeance. Garrett received the letter
in Lincoln early in July.33
31. Garrett, Authentic Life, 142.
. 32. Santa Fe Daily New Mexican, July 21, 1881.
33. Garrett, Authentic Life, 142-43.
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Similar word came from another source-John W. Poe. This stocky
former buffalo hunter with a drooping mustache had made a name for
himself as a law officer in the Texas Panhandle. Impressed with his
steady competence, the ranchers hired him to replace Frank Stewart
as detective for the Panhandle Stock Association. Arriving in White
Oaks in March 1881, Poe took up the probe, launched by his predecessors, of the relationships between the Pecos Valley rustlers and beef
entrepreneur Pat Coghlan. Poe also fell in with Sheriff Pat Garrett and
agreed to be commissioned a deputy sheriff of Lincoln County. 34
Early in July, about the time of Brazil's letter to Garrett, Poe received a tip from an old acquaintance who had fallen on alcoholic bad
times and was sleeping in the loft of the West and Diedrick stable.
One night he had overhead two men, probably West and Diedrick,
talking below. Their conversation made it clear that Billy the Kid was
hiding out in Fort Sumner and in fact had twice visited White Oaks.
Although skeptical, Poe took this information to Garrett in Lincoln.
Together with Brazil's letter, Poe's report prompted Garrett to mount
an expedition to Fort Sumner. 35
Under cover of darkness, the sheriff's little posse pushed off from
Roswell on July 10. Besides Garrett and Poe, a third officer had been
recruited. He was Thomas K. (Tip) McKinney. Traveling mostly at night
on little-used trails, the trio reached the mouth of Taiban Creek, below
Fort Sumner, on the night of the thirteenth. Garrett had asked Manuel
Brazil to meet him here, but Brazil failed to show up. The lawmen slept
until daylight. 36
The next step was up to Poe. Since no one in Fort Sumner knew
34. Sophie A. Poe, Buckboard Days (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press,
1981).
35. John W. Poe, The Death of Billy the Kid (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1933), 12-15.
Poe wrote this account sometime early in the twentieth century, and it was first published
in a British magazine in 1919. A Roswell bank president, Poe died in 1923.
36. Many and detailed accounts of the happenings of July 14, 1881, have been
printed, a few with documentation, most without. Besides Pat Garrett and John Poe,
who were indisputably firsthand witnesses and participants, the sources, when identified, are mostly Fort Sumner residents, and they represent almost as many versions
as there were residents. Poe wrote some thirty years afterward, but he had a good
memory and a reputation for honesty. Garrett left three accounts, two at the time and
the third within a year: Garrett's report to the governor of New Mexico, Fort Sumner,
July 15,1881, widely printed in the press, such as the [Las Cruces] Rio Grande Republican,
July 23, 1881; Garrett interviews with newsmen in Las Vegas Optic, July 18,1881, and
Santa Fe Daily New Mexican, July 21, 1881; and Garrett, Authentic Life, 143-49. Garrett
may have had reasons for tampering with the truth, but until credible evidence can be
presented to show that he did, and to show how he did, his testimony must be given
more weight than anyone else's.
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him, the three men decided that he should ride into town and learn
what he could. If that proved futile, he was to go on up the Pecos to
Sunnyside and talk with Postmaster Milnor Rudulph, whom Garrett
thought might be willing to tell what he knew. After dark the three
were to get back together at a designated point four miles north of
Sumner.
Poe carried out his mission capably. His appearance in town aroused
instant suspicion. He explained that he lived in White Oaks but was
returning to his home in the Panhandle for a visit. In Beaver Smith's
saloon he ate and drank with townsmen, virtually all Hispanics, but
failed to pry any information out of them. The most offhand reference
to Billy the Kid silenced everyone and intensified the obvious distrust
with which all greeted the stranger. "There was a very tense situation
in Fort Sumner on that day," Poe later wrote, "as the Kid was at that
very time hiding in one of the native's houses there."
In midafternoon Poe mounted and rode up the Pecos seven miles
to Sunnyside. Presenting Garrett's letter of introduction, he received
a friendly welcome from Milnor Rudulph. After ~upper Poe broached
the subject of Billy the Kid. Instantly Rudulph turned nervous and
evasive. He had heard that Billy was in t~e area, he said, but he did
not believe it. Further questioning produced only more agitated equivocation. At dusk, to his host's evident relief, Poe saddled up and rode
down the river to rendezvous with his comrades.
Ir the darkness the three pondered their next move. The reaction
of the villagers to Poe's visit, the behavior of Rudulph, and the tips
from Brazil and from Poe's informant all pointed to Billy's presence
somewhere around Fort Sumner. Yet the foolhardiness of such a course
left all three with doubts too. At length they decided to slip into Sumner
under cover of darkness, keep watch for a time on a dwelling that
Garrett knew housed one of Billy's paramours, and then hunt up Pete
Maxwell and talk with him. He might reveal something. 37
On the north edge of Sumner, the lawmen chanced across the
camp of a traveler. Coincidentally, he turned out to be an old friend
of Poe's, from Texas. 38 Unsaddling here, the trio fortified themselves
with coffee and then proceeded on foot. At about 9:00 P.M. they quietly
took a station among the trees of a peach orchard on the northern
fringe of the community. A bright moon illumined the scene. On the
37. Garrett, Autlzentic Life, 144, says they went in to talk with Maxwell; Poe, Death
of Billy the Kid, 28, says that they intended to watch the house.
38. Garrett mentions this man, but strangely Poe does not. His wife Sophie, however, does refer to him in Buckboard Days, 109-10.

418

NEW MEXICO HISTORICAL REVIEW

OCTOBER 1989

Fort Sumner, New Mexico in 1880-1881. Adapted from a reconstruction by
Robert N. Mullin, Mullin Collection, Haley History Center. Courtesy Robert
M. Utley.

east side of the old parade ground were buildings that had once served
as barracks for soldiers. On the west stood a line of dwellings that had
housed officers. One had been fixed up as a residence for the Maxwells.
Across the parade ground from the orchard, fronting the south side,
the old quartermaster storehouse had been divided into rooms. At one
end, hidden by officers' row, was Beaver Smith's saloon. Billy's friend
Bob Campbell lived at the other end, and next door to him lived Sabal
and Celsa Gutierrez.
As the lawmen crept closer to the buildings, they suddenly heard
muffled voices talking in Spanish. Crouching motionless behind trees,
they listened. The people were in the orchard too, not far distant, but
their words could not be understood. "Soon a man arose from the
ground," said Garrett, "in full view, but too far away to recognize. He
wore a broad-brimmed hat, a dark vest and pants, and was in his shirt
sleeves." He said nothing, jumped the fence, and walked into the
compound. 39
Garrett did not recognize the figure, and learned only afterward
that he was Billy the Kid. Whom he had been with and where he went
after entering the old fort depends on which account one wants to
accept. He may have ended up with Bob Campbell, or Celsa Gutierrez,
39. Garrett, Authentic Life, 145. Poe does not mention this incident.
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or Deluvina Maxwell, or Jesus Silva and Francisco Lobato, among others. 40
He is not likely to have gone to Paulita Maxwell's, since she lived with
her ;family in the big house on officers' row and since his companion
seems to have been someone in one of the rooms of the old quartermaster building.
Here, after shucking his hat, vest, and boots, Billy decided that
he wanted something to eat. A freshly butchered yearling hung from
a rafter on Maxwell's north porch. With a butcher knife in his left and
his Colt "self-cocker" in his right, he shuffled out in his stockinged feet
to cut a slab of meat. 41
By now, nearly midnight, Garrett and his companions had backed
out of the orchard, circled behind the officers' line on the west, and
reached the Maxwell house. It was a long adobe, shadowed by porches
on three sides. A picket fence with a gate separated the east face from
the old parade ground. As Garrett knew, Maxwell slept in the southeast
corner room. In the July heat, the door and windows 'stood open.
Leaving Poe and McKinney outside, Garrett entered the door, walked
across the room, and sat on the edge of Maxwell's bed, next to the
pillow.
Outside, the two deputies waited. McKinney squatted on the ground
outside the, fence. Poe sat on the edge of the porch, dangling his feet
in the open gateway.
Within seconds of Garrett's disappearance into Maxwell's bedroom, Poe glanced to his right and saw a figure approaching along the
inside of the fence. In the moonlight, Poe recalled, "1 observed that he
was only partially dressed and was both bareheaded and barefooted,
or rather, had only socks on his feet, and it seemed to me that he was
fastening his trousers as he carne toward me at a very brisk walk." Poe
thought this might be Maxwell himself or one of his, guests.
The man carne almost face-to-face with Poe before spotting him.
Startled, he recoiled~ covered Poe with his pistol, and sprang to the'
40, Lobato and Silva gave their stories to former New Mexico Governor Miguel
Otero, who reproduced them within quotation marks in The Real Billy the Kid: With New
Light on the Lincoln County War (New York: Rufus Rockwell Wilson, 1936), 154-58. Their
recollections are entitled to consideration, but Otero's book is so bad that one hesitates
to believe anything in it.
41. A belief persists that Billy was armed only with a butcher knife. Besides being
highly uncharacteristic of him to be caught anywhere without a gun, both Garrett and
Poe say he had a pistol (his Colt .41 "self-cocker," according to both Garrett and a letter
from Sunnyside dated July 15, 1881, that appeared in the Las Vegas Optic, July 18).
Although Garrett and Poe had reason to want the world to believe that Billy carried a
pistol, their testimony that he did can be'disqualified only by equally persuasive evidence
that he did not.
'
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porch, hissing" LQuien es?" As he backed away, toward the door to
Maxwell's bedroom, he repeated" LQuitm es? LQuien es?"
Poe climbed to his feet and took several steps toward the man,
telling him not to be alarmed, that they would not hurt him.
"LQuien es?" the man asked again as he backed into the doorway
and vanished insideY
.
In the minute or so since waking Maxwell, Garrett had asked.
whether Billy the Kid was at Fort Sumner. Agitated, Maxwell had
replied that he was not at the fort but was nearby. At that moment,
they heard voices outside and saw the man back around the doorframe.
Approaching the bed, the man asked, "Who are those fellows
outside, Pete?"
Bolting up in his bed, Maxwell spat out, "That's him."
Suddenly aware of the dark shape next to Maxwell, the man sprang
back, pointed his pistol, and again demanded, "LQuien es? LQuien
es?"
Garrett was as startled as the intruder. He had not even thought
to ready his pistol. Quickly he shifted his holster and at the same instant
identified the other man. "He must have then recognized me," Garrett
later conjectured, "for he went backward with a cat-like movement,
and I jerked my gun and fired." The blast of exploding powder blinded
Garrett, and he snapped off a second round in the direction of his
target. On the verge of pulling the trigger a third time, he heard a
.
groan and knew he had hit his mark. 43
Pete Maxwell sprang from his bed and hit the floor in a tangle of
bedclothes, then raced for the door. Garrett had already reached the
porch when M~ell tumbled out. A startled Poe and McKinney greeted
them with pistols drawn. Poe almost shot Maxwell, who shouted "Don't
shoot, don't shoot" just as Garrett knocked down Poe's gun hand.
"Don't shoot Maxwell," he said.
Hugging the wall outside the door, Garrett gasped, "That was the
Kid that came in there onto me, and I think I have got him."
"Pat," replied Poe, "the Kid would not come to this place; you
have shot the wrong man."
Garrett paused in doubt, then said, "1 am sure that was him, for
I know his voice too well to be mistaken."44
An understandable caution restrained all the men from entering
42.
43.
44.
suasive

Poe, Death of Billy the Kid, 31-35.
Santa Fe Daily New Mexican, July 21, 1881.
Poe's account of what happened after the shooting is more detailed and perthan any of Garrett's. Poe, Death of Billy the Kid, 39-44.
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The death of Billy the Kid, as depicted by Nicholas Eggenhofer on the dust
jacket of John W. Poe, The Death of Billy the Kid (Houghton Mifflin, 1933).
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the darkened room to find out who had been shot and whether he was
dead. As the Maxwell family and a scattering of townspeople began
to gather, Maxwell walked down the porch to his mother's room and
returned with a lighted candle. Placing it on the windowsill, he stepped
aside and the lawmen peered in. "We saw a man lying stretched upon
his back dead, in the middle of the room," said Poe, "with a six-shooter
lying at his right hand and a butcher-knife at his left."45
Venturing inside, Garrett and his deputies examined the body that
now was unmistakably revealed to be Billy the Kid. Billy bore one
bullet wound, in the left breast just above the heart. Garrett's bullet
had killed him almost instantly.
Maxwell was certain that Billy had fired once at Garrett, and Poe
and McKinney insisted that they had heard three shots. A thorough
search of the room turned up only one stray bullet, in the headboard
of Maxwell's bed. Examining Billy's pistol, Garrett counted five loaded
cartridges; ~he hammer rested on the empty sixth. The empty shell did
not seem to have been fired recently, and since men usually kept an
empty shell under the hammer as a safety precaution, it probably had
not. The report thoughtto have been a third shot had been Garrett's
bullet ricocheting from the wall and slamming into Maxwell's headboard, the lawmen concluded. Billy's fatal second of hesitation had left
the initiative to his opponent.
By now an excited crowd thronged the porch and the old parade
ground beyond the fence. Asword spread that the Kid had been killed,
many vented their grief and anger. A sobbing Celsa Gutierrez cursed
Garrett and pounded his chest. Nasaria Yerby, Abrana Garcia, Paulita
Maxwell, and the Navajo woman Deluvina Maxwell wept, talked softly,
and consoled one another. Armed young men shook their fists and
shouted threats at Garrett and his deputies. 46 "We spennhe remainder
of the' night on the Maxwell premises," said Poe, "keeping constantly
on our guard, as we were expecting to be attacked by the friends of
the dead man."47
The next morning, at Sunnyside, Milnor Rudulph and his son
45. Ibid" 40-41. Deluvina Maxwell also described the scene: "Pete took a candle
and held it around in the window and Pat stood back in the dark where he could see
into the room. When they saw that he was dead, they both went in." Deluvina denied
the prevalent story that Garrett sent her inside with the candle to see if BiIly was dead.
Deluvina Maxwell interview with J, Evetts Haley, June 24, 1927, Panhandle-Plains Historical Museum, Canyon, Texas.
46. Charles Frederick Rudulph, "Los Bilitos"; The Story of "Billy the Kid" and His Gang
(New York: Carlton Press, 1980), 252.
47, Poe, Death of Billy the Kid, 44.
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Charles heard the news and rode down to Fort Sumner. They found
the community buzzing with confusion, anger, and controversy. Some
wanted to lynch Garrett and his deputies, barricaded in a room of the
Maxwell house with their guns ready for a defense. Others argued that
Billy's death relieved the townspeople of a great strain and that the
lawmen deserved their gratitude.
Rudulph was a sensible, widely respected, and, of particular importance at the moment, literate man. Justice of the Peace Alejandro
Segura asked him to organize a coroner's jury and preside as foreman.
Rudulph assented, assembled five citizens, and convened the proceedings in Pete Maxwell's bedroom, where the body still lay on the
floor. Maxwell and Garrett told their stories. Rudulph then wrote out
the report, and the jurors affixed their signatures or made their marks.
They duly concluded that William Bonney had met death from a bullet
wound in the region of the heart, inflicted by a gun in the hand of Pat
F. Garrett. "And our dictum is," wrote Rudulph in Spanish, "that the
act of said Garrett was justifiable homicide and we are of the opinion
that the gratitude of the whole community is owed to said Garrett for
his deed, and that he deserves to be rewarded."48
The women had asked for the corpse, and after the jury completed '.
its task they had the body carried across the parade ground to the
carpenter shop. There, Poe recounted, it "was laid out on a workbench,
the women placing lighted candles around it according to their ideas
of properly conducting a 'wake' for the dead."49
"Neatly and properly dressed," according to Garrett, the remains
were placed in a coffin, which was borne to the old military cemetery
that now served the community. There, on the afternoon of July 15,
1881, Fort Sumner paid final respects to Billy the Kid. Fittingly, he
rested next to his old compadres of the Lincoln County War, Tom
O'Folliard and Charley Bowdre.
For the two decades remaining to him, Pat Garrett baskedin_public
acclaim as the officer who killed Billy the Kid. The deed took on an
almost superhuman glow as the Kid's reputation blossomed into legend and as he came to be remembered as the frontier's most exalted
outlaw.
48. Rudulph, "Los Bilitos, " 252-53, which also reproduces the report of the coroner's
jury.
49. Poe, Death of Billy the Kid, 42. Both Poe and Rudulph have the body moved the
night before, after the shooting. However, the coroner's report, executed on July 15,
explicitly states that the jurors proceeded to a room in the Maxwell house where they
examined the body.
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Yet, able lawman that he was, Garrett had got his man almost
entirely by accident. He and his deputies thought that the fugitive was
somewhere in the vicinity, but in trying to find him they encountered
nothing but frustration. If the Kid had not blundered into the darkened
bedroom at exactly the right moment, Pete Maxwell would have been
one more frustration-like Rudulph, nervous but uninformative. Maxwell was their last hope; the next day, they doubtless would have
saddled up and ridden back to Roswell.
By the most improbable coincidence of timing, therefore, Billy fell
almost literally into Garrett's lap. To be sure, the sheriff kept his head,
reacted with split-second decision, and shot accurately, although in the
darkness he ran a great risk of shooting the wrong man. Even so, he
triumphed less because of what he did than because of what his opponent failed to do. Billy had the same instant the lawman did in which
to recognize his enemy and fire at him. He had his gun in hand, while
Garrett's rested in his holster.
Why did he fail to pull the trigger? Fear of hitting Maxwell? Fear
of hitting some unrecognized friend? Garrett himself provided as good
an explanation as any: "1 think he was surprised and thrown off his
guard. Almost any man would have been. Kid was as cool under trying
circumstances as any man I ever saw. But he was so surprised and
startled, that for a second he could not collect himself. Some men
cannot recover their faculties for some time after such a shock. I think
Kid would have done so in a second more, if he had had the time." so
All that was mortal died on the floor of Pete Maxwell's bedroom
at old Fort Sumner, New Mexico, on that night of July 14, 1881; but
almost at once an immortal Billy the Kid rose from the dead, ultimately
to expand into a mighty legend of global impact. Few figures from the
past have so profoundly stirred the human imagination. Among peoples everywhere, the name prompts instant recognition and evokes
vivid images.
Stripping off the veneers of legendry accumulated over a century
exposes neither hero nor villain, but a complex personality. Of the Kid
as person and the Kid as outlaw, the reality both sustains and contradicts the legend.
By the time of his death, the public had already come to look on
Billy the Kid as larger than life, a peerless outlaw in a land full of
outlaws. Until near the end of his life, he could thank the newspapers
for this standing. His actual exploits did not support the reputation.
50. Santa Fe Daily New Mexican, July 21, 1881.

Billy the Kid, an artistic interpretation based on an alleged photograph, by
artist Donald D. Moore. Courtesy of Donald D. Moore.
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Then a sensational capture, trial, and escape gave validity to the newspaper portrait, and a violent death, publicized to the entire nation,
fixed it indelibly in the public memory for all time.
Common outlaw, uncommon personality, inspiration for a giant
in the pantheon of American heroes-such was Billy the Kid. So allencompassing is the giant of legend that he has buried the man of
reality.
Yet the reality is worth seeking. A legend cherished by all the
world lends significance to a life that is otherwise of concern mainly
to a handful of antiquarians. Because of the legend, the life invites
scrutiny, to see if it can be compressed into its true human dimensions,
and to discover what it tells about violence on the American frontier
and, indeed, violence in American society.

